Cyberspace cannot remain the domain of the powerful telecommunication companies and markets which proªt from its use, nor the child of the (mostly male) technicians which have created the software and language that goes with it. Rather, local groups have to become conªdent with the medium and to negotiate and to help shape the direction the Internet will take through incisive strategizing. The global communication culture would presumably then take on a much more diverse perspective, responding and interacting to the margins which recognize the politics and power of communications and its potential which is currently only glimpsed. (Harcourt, 1997, p. 3) We see how the tools of the information age can weave our experiences together. By making women's voices, women's stories, and women's artwork accessible to all, our lives become a map and compass to guide one another forward. Even more important, by enabling dialogue and feedback . . . [the Internet] encourages each of us to communicate and connect-not only with women who seem like us, but with those who are unfamiliar. And, in the process of opening our eyes, minds, and hearts to new horizons, we can help shape a future of understanding, acceptance, and peace. (Queen Rania of Jordan, 2007) All technological innovation is political. (Barney, 2000, p. 57) Although great expectations are placed on information technology as a tool for transforming women's lives, relatively little is known about how, when, and why such transformations occur. Narratives about the role that ICT can play in empowering Arab women are common in local culture.
For example, Her Majesty Queen Rania of Jordan, addressing the Second Arab Women's Summit in 2002, stated that "it is important for Arab women to make use of the latest technologies, particularly the Internet, to reshape their lives" (Jordan Times, 2002) . Similarly, Najat Rochdi, director of the Information and Communications Technology for Development in the Arab Region program at the United Nations Development Program, 1 states that the Internet can be leveraged to expand women's leadership skills provided that "the culture of machismo in Muslim countries is also changed so that women are valued as clever and accomplished people in their own right outside the tutelage of a father or husband and not only as mothers and caretakers" (Rochdi, personal communication, 2003) . The United Nations Development Program reinforced these views when in 2002 its Arab Human Development Report observed that failing to provide women with easy and equitable access to IT slows the development and progress of society as a whole. This same report ranked expanding women's access to information technology as the third most pressing concern women in the Arab world face, preceded only by domestic violence and poverty (UNDP, 2002) .
In spite of rich rhetoric about the potential for ICTs to empower women that ºows freely and frequently from regional leaders in politics and international development, very little evidence exists to warrant the hype. We know from the vast secondary literature on ICT and development that context plays a major role in shaping who can do what with IT, and with what results. For women in the Arab world, several obstacles stand in the way of their empowerment through ICT, including illiteracy, lack of access, prohibitive costs, IT knowledge, and lack of technical training. Additional barriers to their empowerment include powerful authoritarian states that curb the ºow of online information (i.e., censorship) and restrict freedom of use (i.e., state cyberpolicing and persecution of individuals who use the Web in ways it ªnds threatening) in addition to issues of culture and women's honor, which can keep women from stepping outside conservative societal boundaries and norms (Wheeler, 2006) . This article presents evidence of how some Egyptian women are using the Internet to work around potential obstacles to their own empowerment. The goal of this analysis is to show what Internetenabled empowerment looks like in the context of these women's lives. Using 25 interviews with female Internet café customers in Cairo, this article provides narratives through which we can understand how these women interpret the impact of the technology in their lives. The goal of this research is not to explain the IT experiences of all Arab women, nor even of most Egyptian women, but rather to focus on the Internet-enabled experiences of 25 Egyptian women living in Cairo. Although the data are limited, they are important, because this study makes a small contribution to the growing concern in the international development ªeld with moving beyond measuring access to studying the use and impact of ICTs, especially in women's lives. (ITU, 2006) .
A community of interdisciplinary thinkers has probed the link between the Internet and empowerment, which has been broadly deªned. 2 Empowerment can mean many different things. In its most basic form, empowerment can be understood as any process that enables "autonomy, self-direction, selfconªdence, [and] self worth" (Narayan, 2005, p. 3). Feminists have deªned empowerment as "a process by which oppressed persons gain some control over their lives by taking part with others in development of activities and structures that allow people increased involvement in matters which affect them directly" (Bystydzienski, 1992, p. 3) . Throughout this process, power is "seen as 'power to' or power as a competence which is generated and shared by the disenfranchised as they begin to shape the content and structure of their daily existence" (Bystydzienski, 1992, p. 3) . Empowerment is sometimes a slippery concept, because it can be "ºuid, often unpredictable, and requires attention to the speciªcities of time and place" (Parpart, Rai, & Staudt, 2002, p. 4) . The following analysis provides insight on how ICTs can, in the words of the World Summit on Information Society Declaration of Principles, "improve the quality of life for all" (WSIS, 2003, p. 1) . Furthermore, the interviews reveal subtle ways in which Egyptian society is changing, one Internet-enabled person at a time.
The global spread of the Internet brought with it expectations for empowerment. It was presumed to help individuals become more autonomous and enable them to better shape their own lives in meaningful ways through networking, knowledge gathering, ºexing their voices, becoming activists, and resisting the status quo. 3 In terms of how these processes affect women's lives, Gillian Youngs (2002, p. 85) observes, "ICTs are multidimensional tools whose power rests largely in their capacities to link places and people, and we already have strong evidence that women can harness and exploit that power to their own purposes." When it comes to understanding women's relationships with IT in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), however, the current state of scholarship and scant hard data leaves great room for improvement. 4 Better data are still needed on women's access to the technology, and for those women with access, on how technology changes their lives if at all. Better data are needed on women's access to the Internet, because there seems to be a gap between the statistical and ethnographic approaches to researching women's Internet access. For example, the most often cited statistic estimates that between 4% and 6% of women in the MENA region are Internet users. This statistic was created in 1998 by a DITnet survey conducted for PC Middle East. In addition to being nine years old and out of date, it is also highly misleading. The reasons the statistic is misleading are twofold. First, more recent data suggest that women in the region have greater access to the Internet than previously assumed (ITU, 2004) . For example, women constitute 40% of all Internet users in Tunisia, 38% in the United Arab Emirates, and 15% in Yemen. While the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) report does not provide speciªc ªgures for Egypt, regional trends illustrate an increasing role for women in the information society. A second reason the DITnet study needs revision is that by using less precise ethnographic methods, a much larger body of women seems to have Internet access. For example, set foot in any capital city in the MENA region, enter an Internet café or an ofªce building, and one will ªnd many women working with IT and the Internet. In 2001, at a regional meeting of the ITU held in Muscat, Oman, participants concluded that "Despite their signiªcant role in ICT, women Internet users are under-represented in the region and their potential (e.g., for work by telecommuting from home) needs to be further developed" (ITU, 2001) . The emerging results from the ITU suggest that regional progress is being made: women are being incorporated into Arab information societies, especially in Tunisia and the Emirates. The following study illustrates the results of growing Internet use and its impact on 25 Egyptian women's lives.
Before we turn to an analysis of female Internet café users in Cairo, some background information about Egypt should be noted. The Internet became available in Egypt in 1993, the same year Turkey and the United Arab Emirates went online. In the early years, Internet diffusion was slowed by state concerns about losing an information monopoly, low public awareness and demand for the technology, the high cost of access, limited computing skills among the population, and sparseness of Arabic-language Web content (Wheeler, 2005) .
Internet penetration in the Arab World is growing at one of the fastest rates on the planet. As shown in Table 1 (Retrieved May 5, 2007, from http://homes.eff.org/?barlow/Declaration-Final.html) population has Internet access, which ranks the country 12th in the region. Only Yemen, Iraq, Syria, Libya, and Algeria have lower Internet penetration rates for the Arab world. Egypt's authoritarianism and the fact that 55% of its 72 million residents live in rural areas, where Internet penetration has lagged, help to explain slow diffusion rates in the country (Wanted in Africa, 2007) . Egypt is also a relatively poor country. It ranks 13th out of the 17 countries listed in Table 2 for per capita income. Per capita income in Egypt (2007 estimated purchasing power parity) is $4,200. Only Yemen ($900), Syria ($4,000), Palestine ($1,500), and Iraq ($2,900) are poorer.
Literacy, or lack thereof, is also a contributing factor. Egypt has one of the worst literacy rates in the Arab World; 68.3% of men and 46.9% of women older than 15 are able to read or write (i.e., less than half of all Egyptian women are able to read and write) ( In addition to illiteracy, a recent article in AlAhram Weekly claimed that in Egypt, "gender equality and women's empowerment are up against several obstacles-legal, economic and socio/ cultural" (Khafagy, 2006, p. 1) . Substantiating these challenges, a World Economic Forum study of the gender gap worldwide found through an analysis of 58 countries that Egypt had the worst gender gap of all countries surveyed. Countries were ranked on various terms, including equal pay and access to jobs, representation in decision-making structures, equal access to education, and access to reproductive health care (BBC News, 2005 , 2003) . At the seventh conference of the National Council for Women, Suzanne Mubarak gave a speech entitled, "What Women Need," in which the idea of "empowerment" ªgured prominently. Empowerment was best facilitated, she contended, by ending illiteracy, increasing women's access to the labor market, enhancing political participation, and promoting IT awareness.
The data for this study were collected in the spring and summer of 2004. Cairo was selected as a ªeld site because 25% of the Egyptian population lives in this location, in which it is estimated there are more than 18 million residents. Recent pro-democracy protests in the city symbolize what a group of "post-positivist" scholars calling themselves "the Cairo School" call "an emancipatory counter-ethic beyond the limits of nationalism, fear, and narrow identity politics" (Singerman & Amar, 2006, p. 4) . For these scholars, Cairo is "a critical site for action and inquiry" (Singerman & Amar, 2006, p. 4) . This study of women and the Internet in Cairo roots itself within this context of activism by asking whether or not enhanced abilities to communicate, relatively anonymously, make a difference (politically or otherwise) in the lives of 25 women. The difªculties of conducting ethnographic research in the Middle East, especially in a country like Egypt, where formal surveying of large population samples can only be done with state permission, are evident in this analysis. To overcome state regulations of survey research, a small, informal ethnographic approach was taken. Ethnographic strategies provide a more in-depth view of a few subjects and help to deªne issues and patterns that deserve further analysis. Moreover, an ethnographic approach was selected to allow the subjects to deªne the meaning and implication of Internet use in their lives. While the data examined in this study are not a representative sample of Egyptian women who use the Internet, this small sample does enable us to, in the words of one scholar endorsing the use of such methods in Egypt, "specify the nature of the linkages between initial conditions and outcomes with greater precision than is possible in large-n, quantitative studies" (Wickham, 2002, p. 20) . In her study of Islamist mobilization in Eygpt, Wickham effectively employs a similar methodology to cope with an equally sensitive subject and ªnds that "openended interviewing and participant observation" allow her study to "explore the micro-dynamics of Islamic mobilization in settings on the periphery of the formal political system" (p. 20). In the same way, this study uses a small sample of female Internet café users in Cairo to see how the Internet enables (if at all) micro-processes of empowerment in their everyday lives. In this study, empowerment is considered to be any process that increases women's autonomy, voice, conªdence, knowledge, well-being, civic engagement, or agency. Data were gathered in spring of 2004 by a Jordanian research assistant who asked each of the 25 participants a series of 28 questions (see Appendix 1). The interviews were conducted in Arabic. The research assistant was Muslim, female, and a former resident of Cairo. The interviews took place in ªve Internet cafés in the following neighborhoods: Mohandiseen, Dokki, Zamalek, Garden City, and whether or not they were employed; whether they were comfortable using English; whether they received any IT training in school or on the job; whether they owned a mobile telephone; or whether they had access to the Internet at home, school, or work. This study was able to isolate the following three ways in which technology matters in Egyptian women's lives:
1. Increases information access and professional development;
2. Expands or maintains social networks and social capital; and 3. Transforms social and political awareness.
While Internet-enabled transformations clearly make a difference in these 25 women's lives, such localized forms of empowerment "do not automatically and immediately overturn the state and corporate based power that holds sway" (not to mention the power structures of family and community) over their lives (Youngs, 2002, p. 77) . Where these processes of change in 25 Egyptian women's lives, and how these women's Internet practices, relate to the broader community of which they are a part remain 94
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EMPOWERMENT ZONES? Bijker, Hughes, & Pinch (1989) ; Pinch (1996); and Latour (2005) . The analysis in the following pages is part of a larger study of Internet café use in the Arab world. The complete study includes 250 interviews with male and female Internet café users in Jordan and Egypt. Fifty interviews (25 with women, 25 with men) were conducted in Cairo and 200 interviews (100 with women, 100 with men) were conducted in Jordan. In addition, 25 Internet café managers were interviewed, including ªve in Cairo and 20 in Amman. Despite the difference in the number of people interviewed, the different ªeld sites, and the different sexes, striking patterns emerged from these interviews. They are the subject of a booklength project that looks at the broader meaning of the information revolution in the Arab world.
See for example
As illustrated in Appendix 2, most of the women Internet café users selected for this study were active Internet users (the interviews indicated that they used the Internet an average of 9.8 hours per week). On average, the 25 interviewees had been Internet users for nearly 3 years. Through the interviews, we were able to determine the informational lives of the participants, and through their own words, hear why and how technology empowered them. The changes emerging in Internet cafés in these women's lives provided a small-scale view of the Internet's potential to empower women one person at a time. To illuminate this process, in the participants' own words, we analyze a selection of narratives in light of key factors shaping the participants' use of technology and its impact, including number of years online, age, employment, and marital status.
On average, the women interviewed for this study had been Internet users for 2.8 years.
One participant had been a netizen for 10 years. She was 45, had a BS degree, and was Muslim. She was a widow and lived in Mohandiseen. She only had Internet access at a café and used the Internet for approximately 6 hours per week. She was taught to use the Internet by her brother and used it for e-mail, chatting, health-related concerns, and work. Although she received IT training on the job, she did not have regular Internet access at work. She was comfortable using English and in fact preferred surªng English-language Web sites (a trait that made her narrative unique). She had never taught anyone else to use the Internet, read a daily newspaper, and had not met friends online. She only chatted with her sons who were living abroad. This woman's narrative revealed that she was not typical compared with the others interviewed. First, as was previously mentioned, she had been a netizen for longer than any other participant. Moreover, she was older than most female Internet café users in Egypt proªled here (the average age of the participants was 25). She had more education than most users. Only 7 out of the 25 participants had completed a university degree. It was also possible to infer that her socioeconomic status was more than likely above average given her long-term Internet use, her high education level and ºuency in English, and her address (i.e., she lived in Mohandiseen, an upscale neighborhood in Cairo). The fact that she had sons living abroad also added a level of cosmopolitanism to her proªle. She was also atypical in that she was only one of four people interviewed who had never met a friend online. The interview data suggested that women older than 40 tend not to look for friends online but rather tend to chat with relatives living and traveling abroad. In fact, their Internet use is often explained in terms of the technology's affordability and access to relatives it provides. This perspective is illustrated in the following narrative by this participant:
The Internet has deªnitely changed my life. Internet on the job. This information suggested that she was a middle-to lower-range employee on the work status hierarchy.
One study (Mintz, 1998) of information culture in Egypt illustrated four examples in which Internet access was monitored and controlled by upper-level management. He observed:
In one instance, the owner of a business introduced the Internet but noticed that he was unable to control and monitor all communications. As a result, he discontinued Internet service and went back to a fax system where he could read all incoming and outgoing messages before his staff did. In another situation, a visit was made to a large government ministry which had 30 computers wired into the Internet. However, only six ministry ofªcials were given written permission, from a high level manager, to use the Internet. In a third case, the principal of a school keeps the computer wired to the Internet locked in his ofªce and therefore inaccessible to students. In a fourth case, the one computer wired to the Internet in a business association is located in the manager's ofªce, so he can supervise anyone that wants to go online. (p. 30) Perhaps this evidence of hierarchical information environments in Egypt, although dated, can shed light on why a 45-year-old woman would go to an Internet café to do research for work when she received computer training on the job and also needs access to the technology to do her job. Her report that she did not have access at work could parallel the more authoritarian information environments in Egypt noted by Mintz.
The average age of an Internet café user interviewed for this article was 25. The youngest woman interviewed was 17, and the oldest woman interviewed was 48. Six out of 25 of those interviewed were 17 years old, which was the highest concentration of any age group.
The woman who was 48 was unique because she was the oldest study participant. What characterized her use patterns, and did her experiences mirror in any way the 45-year-old widow? The ªrst similarity was that she also had a university degree-rather than a BS, this woman had a BA. In contrast, however, the 48-year-old woman had only been an Internet user for 2 years, not 10. Rather than having been taught to use the Internet by her brother, this woman was taught by her daughterstill, both women were taught to use the Internet by a family member. In this study, 10 of the 25 interviewed were taught to use the Internet by a family member. Ten others were taught by friends. Only 5 out of 25 received their Internet knowledge from work, colleagues, or a computer training center. Instead of spending 6 hours a week online, as was the case with the 45-year-old, this woman used the Internet café for an average of 4 hours per week. (The average for the interview group as a whole was 9.8.) Compared with the rest of those interviewed, the only activity she did online was chatting; she was the only participant who listed chatting as her sole online activity. Most people interviewed performed various online activities. Similarly, she had never taught anyone else to use the Internet, read a daily newspaper like her 45-year-old counterpart, and also had never met anyone online-rather, she chatted with her daughter, who was abroad. In contrast with the 45-year-old, however, the 48-year-old Internet café user was a housewife and not employed. This woman lived in Zamalek, a relatively upscale neighborhood in Cairo, thus placing her in the middle-to upper-status brackets of Egyptian society. She was, however, not high enough on the status hierarchy to have Internet access at home, suggesting that she was more than likely middle class. She was comfortable using English, which again indicated that she was of middle-to upper-class status. The fact that she had a daughter studying abroad also placed her among the more cosmopolitan class. Her narrative resonates with that of her 45-year-old counterpart. She observed the following about how the Internet had changed her life:
My daughter is studying abroad and I can't keep making international calls. It costs a fortune, but through the Internet I do talk to her more often and hear her voice more often. I am glad that it occurred to her that we do this. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, May, 2004) If 17 was the most common age for those interviewed, what characteristics and patterns were present in their proªles and Internet use? In addition to being the same age, all of these users were high school students. These students spent from 6 to 18 hours per week online in an Internet café. All six of the 17-year-old participants were Muslim and single. All of the 17-year-olds interviewed only had Internet
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Information Technologies and International Development access at a café, not at home or school. All of these young women were taught to use the Internet by a friend or family member in an Internet café. Five of the 17-year-olds had taught someone else (including friends and family members) to use the Internet. All of the 17-year-olds interviewed read a daily newspaper and had met someone online; ªve of the 17-year-olds had met men online. This result raises questions about the ways in which the Internet interrupts customary relations between genders, which stress the importance of keeping men and women separate outside of the household and family network. Four of the 17-year-olds owned a mobile phone and sent an average of 18 text messages per day. This result, in addition to the fact that they read a daily newspaper and spent an average of 10.3 hours per week in an Internet café, suggests that the 17-year-old Internet café users proªled were information savvy. All six 17-year-olds used the Internet for e-mail; all of them chatted; ªve used the Internet for their studies; three used the Internet for access and information about music (music downloads are illegal in Egypt); two used the Internet to get advice; one used the Internet for health-related concerns; and one used the Internet for sports information. Only one of the 17-year-old women proªled stated that she was not comfortable surªng in English. The rest of those interviewed either surfed in English or both Arabic and English. Three of the 17-year-olds came from households where neither parent used the Internet, two had fathers who used the Internet, and only one had a mother who used the Internet. None of the 17-year-olds had a job in addition to being a high school student. Only one of the 17-year-olds went to Internet cafés alone. The other ªve usually visited Internet cafés with someone.
Perhaps the most interesting data yielded by the interviews with six 17-year-old female Internet café users were the narratives regarding the ways in which the technology transformed their lives. For example, a 17-year-old who used the Internet about 6 hours a week, typically went to cafés with her sister, and lived in Mohandiseen observed the following:
The Internet has helped me greatly with my studies and for school reports and papers that teachers ask for. It is fun and I got to know many people and made many new friendships. I have friendships here in Cairo, but through the Internet I got to know people outside of Egypt. I know how they live and think and we discuss many issues. I also came across nice, educated men here in Egypt and I have met some in real life. The Internet is a great way to get information, a great way to communicate, and it is entertaining. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, May 2004) The themes expressed by that participant resonated with another 17-year-old participant. She also lived in Mohandiseen, typically went to Internet cafés with someone, and spent on average 15 hours per week in an Internet café. She offered the following observations:
The Internet is very useful when I need information for school tasks and reports. It saves me time and money because with the tool I do not have to get books and information from other sources. I enjoy my time surªng and chatting and sending jokes, cards and e-mails to friends I made online. It is very entertaining, especially since we don't have much of a chance to travel to other countries like the people that come here-tourists. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, May 2004) Once again reinforcing the theme of virtual travel and civic engagement online, a 17-year-old female Mohandiseen resident, who typically went to Internet cafés alone and spent on average 18 hours per week online, offered the following statement:
I enjoy my time surªng and chatting. I made friends in the Gulf, Syria, and some foreign friendships with people in Spain and Greece. I enjoy discussing cultural things and our differences. I realized that our cultural differences are much more signiªcant than I realized in the past. I hope one day to be able to travel and see how others live. Their society seems different and they have much more freedom and choice than we do in Egypt. I also use the Net for my school work and research papers. I ªnd all the info I need and it makes it easier for me to ªnish my papers and tasks quickly. I also get all the information I need about the novels I would like to read much more easily on the net. A 17-year-old Muslim female who lived in Dokki and spent on average 7 hours per week online chatting, e-mailing, getting advice, and researching in addition to meeting members of the opposite sex online observed the following:
The Internet has helped me with my school work and reports. I ªnd all the information I need online, better than searching for books everywhere A 17-year-old Muslim female who lived in Dokki, spent 6 hours per week online, was taught to use the Internet by her mother, noted that she liked to use the Internet to get advice about relationships, and had made friendships with men online (and subsequently met them in real life) noted the following:
Surªng the Net is a fun activity and so useful, especially for my school work. It has everything about everything and everybody available very quickly. I made new friendships online. It's a great way for communicating with people and friends all around the world. I enjoy learning new things and getting to know about other cultures, countries, and societies. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, June 2004) The resonance of these narratives is stark. We can conclude that the 17-year-old women interviewed for this study were drawn to the Internet because it aided in their studies, gave them access to world cultures and identities, and because it enabled them to more comfortably engage those who were different than they were-both geographically and gender-wise. One young woman strategically used the technology to improve her English. Another was drawn by the technology's ability to enable her to ªnd like-minded individuals-to paraphrase her, "those who are open, free, and are willing to communicate and interact free from boundaries." Because several of these young women spent nearly 20 hours per week online, it was clear that the Internet was a signiªcant part of their everyday lives.
Will these tastes of boundary-breaking freedom result in signiªcant differences in how these young women, and others like them, live their lives? How representative are the young women proªled in this study of the rest of the 17-year-old women living in Egypt? Do most of them have Internet access? Do they ªnd the technology equally empowering? Will Internet access make women more demanding or give them increased agency? We received signiªcant hints about answers to these questions from the narratives above. For example, one woman's observation that her conversations with people in Europe revealed that "their society seems different and they have much more freedom and choice than we do in Egypt," suggested a kind of political and social awakening. This same kind of awakening was evident in the observation by another of the young women that "the Net is an open gate for personal freedom and self expression." Also expressed in these narratives was a collective sense that the Internet saved time and money in addition to providing instant access to information. Much of this information, in their judgment, was of better quality and availability than what they found in books or other sources. A celebration of efªciency and instant information access, both represented signiªcant changes from cultural norms in which information is associated with power and kept concentrated in the hands of the few (at least in ideal circumstances) and the pace of life is slower. As one recent article about conducting ªeldwork in the Middle East observed, "everything takes longer than you think" (Clark, 2006) . These narratives revealed the ways in which those young women's lives are transformed by technology. Given the small sample size, no matter how revealing these results may be, it is difªcult to generalize from the data. The missing element in this analysis is a sense of critical mass. How widespread are 17-year-old female Internet users in Egypt, and how many of their experiences mimic those proªled above? These questions will remain issues for future research.
Nine of the 25 women interviewed for this study were employed. Seven were high school students (including the six 17-year-olds and one 18-year-old). Seven were university students. One was a house-
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Information Technologies and International Development wife. One is a community-college student. Interestingly, none of the women stated that they were unemployed. This is interesting, because among men and women in Jordan and among the men interviewed in Egypt (25 from 16 to 45 years old), unemployment was relatively common. Two of the 25 women interviewed in Egypt listed their professions-one was a secretary, and one was a business owner. Both of these women stated that the Internet helped them with their jobs. For example, the secretary (who was divorced) used the Internet 20 hours per week on average, received her computer training through a course at an IT center, read a daily newspaper, and was not comfortable using English (she surfed the Net in Arabic only) observed, "The Internet helps me apply for jobs. I am not comfortable where I work. I don't like the ofªce environment." The business owner, who was 33, was a Christian, had a BS, read a daily newspaper, was comfortable using both English and Arabic, and was taught to use the Internet by her husband observed the following:
Of course the Internet has changed my life. I believe it changes many people's lives, socially, business-wise, mentally. It's a great source for educating people. It added to my knowledge in business, and it's a great way to make business contacts and to stay in touch with them. It's a means to fast correspondence, and it has great reliability. The Internet has all kinds of information about any topic, especially feminine topics and female health problems and well-being. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, June 2004) In other interviews it has been noted that some "female issues" are ones that are too sensitive and culturally difªcult to discuss in face-to-face conversations, even with friends, family members, or a physician. The Internet provides an avenue to information on these sensitive topics so women can get the help they need without paying the high social costs of disclosure. The Internet is also a tool used by both men and women in the region to ªnd new jobs. 6 Most of the female Internet users interviewed for this study were single (17 out of 25). One was widowed and two were married. The second largest categories were engaged and divorced, both with three each. Two of the three divorced women were in their thirties, and the third was 26 years old. All three of these women indicated that the Internet provided a support network while they worked through the challenges of divorce. For example, one participant, who used the Internet approximately 6 hours per week, was 31, had a BA, was employed, read a daily newspaper, and surfed the Internet in Arabic only, offered the following response when asked if the Internet had changed her life:
Yes, greatly, it helped me for information concerning my marital status and problems. Also, I get information related to my work, but mainly chat helped me a lot in taking things easy. I get support and advice from women in other countries who went through separation and divorce. This means a lot to me, especially because this is a very sensitive issue in the Arab world and in Egypt in particular. I cannot discuss my private problems with family and even with friends who know me and my husband. Some things are very private, but talking about it with women on the Net helped me a lot and some of these women became my best friends and I hope that one day we can meet. (Interview, Cairo Internet café, May 2004) Ironically, this woman was taught to use the Internet by her husband. Perhaps he had no idea that she would ªnd a global support network and encouragement to aid in her divorce, which still is not culturally acceptable in Egypt. Two other women interviewed for this study were also divorced. Both of these women noted that the Internet allowed them to ªnd new relationships online (and subsequently ofºine), which eased their loneliness and isolation. One of these women was 26, had a high school diploma, was taught to use the Internet by her cousin, read a daily newspaper, was not comfortable using English-language Web sites, surfed only in Arabic, and spent on average 20 hours a week in an Internet café (and usually went to those cafés alone) noted that on the Internet "I made new friendships and met new guys even in person." She explained in the interview that of those men she met online, "some were living here (in Egypt) and some were in the Gulf, but came to Egypt to meet High social costs discourage Arab women from divorcing. For example, many men and their immediate families will not consider divorced women as acceptable marital partners. There are shame networks which often keep women from seeking such a change. In many Arab countries it is not legal for a woman to initiate a divorce. In Egypt, legislation enacted in 2000 made it legally possible for women to initiate a divorce, but the social stigmas for doing so are still high, and women have to be ªnancially independent and able to support themselves and their children to pursue such a change. As the woman proªled above observed, the Internet can interrupt such processes of social isolation. She found a man who knew about this "blemish" and still accepted her. The notion that she is expanding her social circle is likewise a form of empowerment.
As I have discussed, in general, Internet-stimulated empowerment falls into the following three main categories :
1. Increasing information access and professional development;
2. Expanding or maintaining social networks and social capital; and 3. Transformations of social and political awareness.
The narratives of the 25 women in this study exhibit all of these changes. We observe the ªrst category of empowerment when a woman uses the Internet to improve her English, ªnd a better job, or expand her business. We observe the second category of empowerment when a divorced woman expands her social circle to ªnd men to date who will accept her in spite of her divorce. We also observe the second category of empowerment when women use the Internet to stay in touch with friends and family members. The third category of empowerment is the most subtle, but we see new forms of political and social awareness when women come to expect information on demand in addition to experiencing new forms of awareness by interacting across gender lines, national borders, and cultures. This new consciousness was expressed poignantly by the woman who discussed political and social issues with foreigners and learned that foreigners' societies seem to be freer and more open. Most revealing, however, was the narrative of the woman who used the Internet to ªnd open minded and transparent forms of interaction through which she could counteract her society's conservatism. Overall, these narratives, and the broader interview results that they represent, suggest the subtle ways in which Egyptian society is changing, one Internet-enabled person at a time. The results of this study suggest that the Internet, if it does empower, does so through the small windows of opportunity created by the technology and its users as they work in tandem or isolation to subvert norms and social orders. Until a critical mass of people has access to Internet technology and uses the tool to interrupt existing power relations, empowerment will remain contextualized in everyday life-in this case, in the lives of 25 women living in Cairo. ■ Barlow, J. P. (1996) 
